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Abstract  

This paper discusses the ways that gender-based violence against women and girls 

(VAWG) undermines global development, peace, human rights and social justice as a 

root cause of inequality, and outlines why a new post-2015 international framework 

should tackle it. 

Drawing on evidence from ActionAid’s anti-poverty work with women living in poverty 

in over 40 countries, the paper makes the case for understanding gender-based VAWG 

as a central measure of development and human rights. Using data from community-

based programmes, the paper specifically outlines how violence against women and 

girls is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality and access to power and 

resources. In this way, it contributes analysis on the structure, content and implications 

of this major form of inequality. 

The paper also illustrates how attention to gender-based VAWG is missing from the 

current MDG framework, and how this has affected progress on all the goals. The paper 

uses the Theory of Change for Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls that ActionAid 

recently developed with the Gender and Development Network for the UK Government 

to provide guidance on how VAWG could be meaningfully integrated into the new 

framework. 

The paper includes new findings from ActionAid research into a) women’s access to 

reproductive choice in sub-Saharan Africa, b) women’s access to justice in conflict-

affected contexts, and c) women’s access to life choices and livelihoods in urban areas. 

About the author 

zohra moosa is Women’s Rights Advisor at ActionAid UK. She leads policy and research 

focused on violence against women and girls, Women Human Rights Defenders and 

women, peace and security. She recently developed ‘A Theory of Change for Tackling 

Violence Against Women and Girls’ with the Gender and Development Network for the 

UK Government’s Department for International Development (DFID). 
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Introduction  

The current MDG framework does not address gender-based violence against women 

and girls (VAWG). This is despite the fact that the Millennium Declaration resolved ‘To 

combat all forms of violence against women and to implement the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women.’1 Ample evidence shows that 

violence against women and girls directly impacts on the likelihood of meeting each 

MDG.2 VAWG has even been called ‘the missing MDG’. 

It is therefore no surprise that the framework has progressed only as much as it has; 

attempts to fully achieve all the MDGs are destined to fail where we continue to ignore 

a major cause of women’s inequality and poverty. An issue affecting the human rights of 

half of humanity cannot be ignored by global policy makers without stark consequences.  

The post-2015 framework is an opportunity to ensure VAWG is recognized and tackled 

as a core measure of our efforts to advance global development, peace, human rights 

for all and social justice. 

This paper discusses how VAWG: 

a) fuels and is fuelled by gender inequality, using evidence from women living in 

poverty in the global South 

b) affects progress on each of the current MDGs 

c) can be addressed as a central measure in the post-2015 framework, using a new 

Theory of Change for Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls that ActionAid 

developed with the Gender and Development Network for the UK Government. 
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How VAWG fuels and is fuelled by gender inequality  

Gender-based VAWG is one of the starkest collective failures of the international 

community in the 21st century. It affects one in three women globally and is one of the 

most widespread abuses of human rights worldwide in times of both conflict and peace. 

No state in the world is effectively fulfilling its obligationsi to prevent VAWG or provide 

comprehensive services to survivors.3 

Women face violence and the threat of violence at every stage of their lives; it is a 

leading cause of death and disability among women of all ages and all social locations. 

Some women are at increased risk of violence because of their other identities and life 

circumstances, such as their poverty, disability, HIV status, caste, race, sexual 

orientation, class, religion, occupation such as sex work, or gender identity. Women and 

girls are also at increased risk of violence when they transcend gender norms, for 

example by working outside the home, running for political office, become pregnant 

outside of marriage or speak to men who are not part of their family. As this paper will 

show, VAWG is a driver of gender inequality, and a key reason why women are 

disproportionately likely to be living in poverty and marginalized from power and access 

to resources. 

VAWG is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality: 

Cause: Violence against women is a means of social control. Violence against women 

and girls maintains unequal power relations between women and men and reinforces 

women’s subordinate status. It does this by entrenching the idea that women’s lives are 

worth less than men’s, taking power away from women and giving it to men and 

restricting how, when and which decisions women can take for themselves. 

                                                           
i
 The obligation for states to prevent VAWG and to provide comprehensive services to survivors of such 
violence was established as a ‘due diligence’ standard by General Recommendation No. 19 of the UN 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women in 1992. The Recommendation also 
stipulates the need for states to tackle the gender inequality that both causes and perpetuates VAWG. 
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Consequence: Violence against women and girls is an abuse of the power imbalance 

between women and men. Women are at risk of violence because they do not have 

enough power in society to protect themselves from more powerful men or to access 

justice. Violence against women and girls is a consequence of structural inequalities that 

permit – and sometimes encourage – men to abuse women without fear of punishment. 

For women living in poverty, the problem of VAWG can be particularly acute: they may 

lack the resources to resist or escape violence, or the means to seek and secure support 

and justice after violence.  Evidence from forty years of anti-poverty work by ActionAid 

in over forty countries illustrates how VAWG affects poor women’s access to power, 

resources and rights. This section shares findings from three areas of this evidence base: 

a) women’s access to reproductive choice in sub-Saharan Africa 

b) women’s access to justice in conflict-affected contexts 

c) women’s access to life choices and livelihoods in urban areas 

a) How VAWG affects reproductive choice in sub-Saharan Africa 

A recent report by ActionAid on reproductive choice for women in Liberia, Tanzania and 

Uganda found that VAWG is a particular block to women and girls being able to make 

choices about their sexual and reproductive health, a key plank of women’s rights4 that 

has been highlighted as being especially critical to achieving the MDGs.5 Forced and 

coercive sex, including rape, was found to be common; millions of women and girls are 

compelled to have sex with men through social, psychological, physical or financial 

pressure, and have little negotiating power to influence the terms of these 

engagements. Marital violence against women, according to national health surveys, is 

prevalent.6 

The report includes four case studies with women ActionAid has worked with and 

illustrates why providing affordable contraception, a focus of recent international 

efforts to advance progress on MDG 57, removes only one barrier to women and girls 
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having reproductive choice. Violence and the threat of violence, forced and early 

marriages, rape, including in times of conflict and within marriages, and coercion and 

abuse, all reinforce women’s subordination by undermining women and girls’ power, 

agency and decision making around sex. Even where contraception supplies exist, 

women and girls were not able to access them because of gender inequality: their 

mobility is restricted or controlled, and they are not able to use contraception with 

partners because they have little negotiating power. 

Lack of power and a tendency towards violence and coercion are features of many 

women and girls’ sexual experiences throughout their lives and can begin very early on. 

In a detailed study, the WHO found that more than 14% of women reported their first 

experience of sexual intercourse as forced in Tanzania.8 The coercion rate is about 10% 

in Liberia9 meanwhile, and almost 25% for unmarried girls aged 12-19 in Uganda10. 

Girls who are married before they are 18, a common practice in sub-Saharan Africa, are 

at a particularly high risk of violence. Work by the UN found that a significant number of 

the estimated 82 million girls who are married face high risks of violence – including 

rape – from their partners.11 Importantly, UNICEF has found that girls are more likely to 

be married before they are 18 if they are living in poverty or have lower levels of 

education.12 In Tanzania, for example, women who had attended secondary school were 

92% less likely to be married by 18 than women who had only attended primary school. 

It is well established that girls who are married early lack bargaining power in their 

relationships, especially when they are poor or uneducated or are much younger than 

their male partners. This means they generally do not have the power to refuse sex or 

negotiate condom use, cannot access or pay for health services without permission, and 

are often pressured into having children by their husbands or families, sometimes 

through physical and sexual violence.13 This lack of bargaining power at the start of a 

marriage can set the pattern for the rest of a woman’s life; she may never be equal and 

able to influence decisions within the home or relationship, including over reproductive 

matters. 
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b) How VAWG affects women’s access to justice in conflict-affected contexts 

ActionAid’s work supporting women survivors of gender-based violence to access justice 

has similarly found that there are strong relationships between gender equality, VAWG, 

poverty and women’s ability to secure their rights to justice. In fact, it has found that 

women’s access to justice after violence is one of the most important determinants of 

their poverty. 

In an effort to tackle the problems comprehensively, ActionAid’s community-based work 

has focused on both supply and demand sides of the justice equation: 

 Building demand for justice amongst women by increasing their capacity to call 

for justice systems that are accessible and by building a culture in which seeking 

justice is acceptable: sensitizing women, traditional leaders and communities on 

legal rights; providing legal aid clinics and working with women’s rights 

organizations (WROs) to educate women on their legal rights; and analyzing 

customary law with a view to making it more responsive to women and girls. 

 Increasing the supply of justice for women by bringing about pro-women 

government policies, judicial system reform and changes in cultural practices at 

national, local and community levels: advocacy on legal rights for women 

(including CEDAW, the Maputo Protocol, and UN Resolutions on Women, Peace 

and Security) and facilitation of capacity building trainings and workshops for 

judicial institutions. 

Operating in seven conflict-affected contexts (Burundi, DRC, Liberia, Nigeria, Sierra 

Leone, Somaliland and Uganda), the work has demonstrated how women’s 

empowerment and a focus on gender equality are necessary elements of the effort to 

tackle VAWG on the one hand and also build peace and access to justice on the other. In 

particular, embedding the work in a strong human rights framework has consistently 

been shown to be effective.14 This includes raising women’s awareness of country-

specific laws on VAWG, such as whether marital rape is illegal or not. Successes include: 
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 Liberia: 20 women in the project communities reported violations in 2010, of 

which 10 demonstrated a willingness to seek justice through the formal legal 

system – an increase of 45% on the figure at the start of the project. 

 Somaliland: there was an average increase of 47% of all cases of violence against 

women registered in Hargeisa and Burao winning positive verdicts in 2010. 

Unfortunately, cultures of impunity and lack of accountability by state actors to gender 

inequality have been shown to be a persistent problem. While ActionAid’s work does 

concentrate on training of the justice sector, and there has been positive change in 

some places, the challenges are proving to be entrenched in others.15 This has shown 

that poor governance and state accountability remain obstacles to ending VAWG. In 

particular, the lack of women in security and justice sectors are a challenge to law 

reform and implementation, as is the under-representation of women in politics and 

policy-making.16 

Poverty, and the gender inequality that affects women’s poverty levels, has also been 

shown to be a structural constraint on women’s ability to access justice or escape from 

violent circumstances. Women’s lack of independent resources acts as a block to their 

ability to access justice, preventing them from accessing basic support services, exiting 

violent relationships, and preventing them from pursuing formal justice remedies or 

securing legal support.17 Likewise, lack of education or low literacy acts as blocks to 

women knowing and understanding what rights they are entitled to and how to claim 

them.18 

c) How VAWG affects women’s access to life choices and livelihoods in urban areas 

ActionAid has been increasing its community-based work in urban areas over the last 

few years. As part of this, it recently conducted research into what affects young 

women’s (19-25) life chances and livelihoods in urban areas in Ghana19, India20 and 

South Africa21. This research did not specifically seek to examine how VAWG was 

impacting on young women’s lives. Rather, it was focused on exploring trends in poor 
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young women’s employment and unemployment, literacy and education, and sexual 

and reproductive health. Nevertheless, VAWG emerged as a key issue, demonstrating its 

role in structuring poor young women’s options and choices, the types of livelihoods 

they can develop and at what costs, and what access to resources and services they 

have. 

The research found, for example, that young women building a livelihood from street 

vending or sex work are at risk of abuse and violence. Young women living in slums are 

similarly at risk of violence, and this can be exacerbated when they face slum evictions. 

Access to employment generally was found to be affected by young women’s 

experiences of, or fears of experiencing, violence and sexual assault – both outside the 

home and within it.22 Focus group discussions with young Indian women for example 

found that sexual harassment at work and on the way to work as well as domestic 

violence all influenced choice of occupation. Sometimes, women chose part-time or 

home-based work to protect children from violence.23 In South Africa meanwhile, rape 

and the fear of rape were found to affect young women’s mobility around their urban 

areas, influencing decision making about ‘when to leave home and where to go’.24 This 

was a particular concern of lesbian women in Cape Town.25 

Young women’s sexual and reproductive health was similarly found to be affected by 

gender-based VAWG. As found in the work on access to reproductive choice discussed 

above, young women struggle to negotiate safe and wanted sex. Some young women 

engage in transactional sex to maintain their survival after having been orphaned or 

abandoned, or having run away from home to avoid violence and abuse.26 

These findings confirm those of previous ActionAid research on women’s experiences of 

violence in urban areas in five countries. That comparative study of Brazil, Cambodia, 

Ethiopia, Liberia and Nepal also found that violence and the fear of violence affects 

women’s movement and mobility, structuring how they engage in public spaces. Sexual 

harassment was a particular issue that was found to affect women’s livelihood options, 

as well as their access to resources and services. In turn, women’s poverty or existing 
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access to resources and services affected their risks of violence.27 In Cambodia, for 

example, poor housing conditions and lack of infrastructure expose women to violence 

when they are forced to use inadequate public toilet facilities. 

A key benefit of this urban work has been the process of naming and voicing gender-

based VAWG as a problem in the way urban spaces are developing – empowering both 

for the women involved and for developing an urban public policy agenda that reflects 

and prioritizes poor women’s rights and safety. ActionAid’s community-based work is 

finding that gender-based VAWG in urban spaces is affecting poor women’s access to a 

wide variety of resources and rights, including: public life, political participation, 

community life, good psychological and psychosocial health, livelihood opportunities, 

education and literacy, good sexual and reproductive health, essential services such as 

water and sanitation, and spaces and time to enjoy leisure. 
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How VAWG affects progress on each of the MDGs 

Gender-based VAWG is a gross violation of human rights, as noted in various 

international and regional human rights instruments including CEDAW.28 As such, it 

presents a fundamental barrier to eradicating poverty, building peace and advancing 

human rights and social justice. Indeed, as this section will show, VAWG undermines the 

effectiveness of all international peace and development efforts. 

Violence against women and girls impoverishes individual women and girls, as well as 

their families, communities and countries. It drains public resources, undermines human 

capital and lowers economic productivity.29 Even the most conservative estimates 

measure the national costs of violence against women and girls in the billions of 

dollars.30 Costs at household level are also significant. One study in Uganda found that 

the average cost to a household per incidence of violence was US$5 at a time when 

Uganda’s per capita gross national income was only US$340.31 And the costs to women 

and girls themselves are devastating, affecting life chances, dignity, ability to participate 

in decision-making at all levels, and access to and control over resources. 

Allowing violence against women to continue unabated sends the message that we do 

not value women or their lives. It also means that progress towards our development 

goals is destined to fail because violence against women and girls can be shown to affect 

each of the MDGs in clear and direct ways as outlined in the table below. 

MDG 1: 

Eradicate 

extreme 

poverty and 

hunger 

 

Women are estimated to account for a majority of the people who live 

in extreme poverty globally. 

Household poverty rates are likely to be under-estimates as they do 

not account for the ways that violence and lack of power restricts 

women’s access to household resources within even those that are 

officially categorized as ‘non-poor’.32 

Gender inequality has been shown to be a major driver of poverty.33 
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Women and girls make up the majority of people going hungry 

worldwide.34 

Women’s food insecurity is tied to gender inequality and violence. 

Increases in food prices in 2011 saw an increase in domestic violence 

against women living in poverty.35 Although women produce the 

majority of the world’s food, the land they produce it on is often 

insecure because they lack property rights. It is not uncommon for 

women to be forcibly removed from their land after a divorce or if 

their husband dies for example.36 

Women are far more likely to be in insecure and poorly paid 

employment than men; in some regions they are almost twice as 

likely.37 Partly because of their care responsibilities38, but also because 

their mobility and options are restricted formally and informally, 

including through violence, women tend to be restricted to the 

informal sector and to low-status, low-paid, part-time, exploitive 

and/or home-based work.39 This can include bonded labour and 

sexual exploitation. This in turn can leave them subject to violence, 

including physical and sexual assault.40 

Gender inequality and violence also prevent women from accessing 

services, including life-saving health care. Sometimes, women and girls 

are forced to engage in transactional sex to secure basic necessities 

such as food, water and fuel.41 

MDG 2: 

Achieve 

universal 

primary 

education 

Despite substantial progress in closing the gender gap in primary 

school enrolment, the target of achieving gender parity in primary and 

secondary education remains illusive because governments are 

concentrating on enrolment without adequately addressing the root 

causes of girls’ absences and departures from schools. 



zohra moosa, ActionAid UK 13 

 ActionAid’s research has shown that girls are subject to routine 

violence in, around and on the journeys to and from school.42 In some 

countries, sexual harassment and rape by male classmates and 

teachers are widespread43; in other countries, as many as 50% of girls 

are reporting ‘forced intercourse’.44 Early and child marriage as well as 

teenage pregnancy and FGM are also key reasons why girls do not 

complete their primary education. 

Violence against girls in schools is leading directly to lowered 

enrolment rates, poor performance while in school, absenteeism and 

high dropout rates. 

MDG 3: 

Promote 

gender equality 

and empower 

women 

 

Work by the WHO45, the UN46 and others47 have all shown that VAWG 

undermines efforts to achieve all the MDGs, including MDG 3. VAWG 

is both a cause and a consequence of gender inequality, and the two 

must therefore necessarily be addressed concurrently. It is not 

possible to advance women’s rights while they are subject to routine 

gender-based violence. 

MDG 4: Reduce 

child mortality 

 

While under-five mortality rates have dropped globally, progress has 

been limited in countries with the worst child mortality rates. 

Women who experience violence are significantly less likely to access 

natal care, which affects their own health as well as that of their 

children.48 Up to one woman in four is physically or sexually abused 

during pregnancy. Some studies have found that this can result in 

women being twice as likely to experience a miscarriage and four 

times as likely to have a low birth weight baby compared to women 

who have not been abused during their pregnancy.49 

Boy preference in some parts of the world leads directly to female 
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infanticide, including through intentional neglect and discrimination. 

MDG 5: 

Improve 

maternal 

health 

 

MDG 5 continues to show the least progress. 

The target to achieve universal access to reproductive health can only 

be met if barriers to access are addressed, including the gender-based 

violence that is used to control women and girls’ sexuality and 

reproductive lives. Women who have undergone FGM for example are 

more likely to experience complications during pregnancy and birth, 

and can also have less negotiating power to access vital health 

services.50 

Violence may be linked to a sizable portion of maternal deaths.7 

In some places, girls and women are being forced into pregnancy, and 

targeted for violence once they become pregnant.51 In other places, 

there is a direct link between widespread female infanticide and the 

abuse women face for not producing boys.52 

MDG 6: 

Combat HIV 

and AIDS, 

malaria and 

other diseases 

 

As the Women Won’t Wait campaign successfully showed, there are 

clear links between VAWG and HIV.53 

Violence undermines the ability of women and girls to control if, with 

whom, when, and under what circumstances they have sex, including 

how able they are to negotiate safer sex. It is not unusual for a woman 

or girl’s first sexual experience to be forced.54 A study in South Africa 

found that women who had been physically and sexually abused were 

66 percent more likely to be living with HIV, compared to women who 

had not been abused.55 

In many cases, violence against women and girls is a consequence of 

HIV, as women become easy targets for violence because of their real 

or perceived HIV status or because of myths about how HIV operates: 
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older women and young girls are raped on the assumption that they 

do not have or can ‘cure’ AIDS, respectively. 

In conflicts, women are deliberately infected as a tactic of war. 

In South Africa, HIV rates are increasing amongst lesbians as they are 

being targeted for ‘corrective rape’ because of homophobia and 

because they are seen to be transgressing prescribed gender norms 

and the sexual roles of women. 

MDG 7: Ensure 

environmental 

sustainability 

Violence against women and girls affects their access to natural 

resources, including their access to land, fuel and water. For example, 

as discussed above, women are routinely dispossessed of their land 

entitlements after divorce or widowhood, including through violent 

means. This also undermines women’s roles in biodiversity 

management. 

Risks of violence are high for women and girls that collect fuel and 

water, including during and post-conflicts. Women and girls will 

sometimes forgo their collection therefore, or put up with marginal 

resources – lower quality fuel and water – to reduce their risks. Where 

climate change degrades resources and forces women to travel 

farther, these problems are compounded.56 

In slums, the lack of water and sanitation facilities in homes can mean 

women have to risk violence, including physical assault and rape, 

when traveling to and from or using public facilities, or when 

defecating in the open.57 

Following a disaster, it is more likely that women will be victims of 

domestic and sexual violence; they even avoid using shelters for fear 

of being sexually assaulted.58 
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MDG 8: 

Develop a 

global 

partnership for 

development 

VAWG acts as a systematic barrier to women’s participation in 

community development and their ability to effect change in the 

world. Half the world is unable to bring their skills fully to bear on the 

global challenges of the day because they are fighting for their safety, 

including facing attacks when they dare to speak out about the 

violence they are facing or transcend gender norms to access 

opportunities they would otherwise be denied. 

Attacks on women as they participate in politics and public life is a 

particular problem, resulting in the under-representation of women in 

decision making roles and serving to ensure their priorities are not 

addressed.59 

Opportunities for global partnerships to eliminate the universal 

problem of VAWG have not yet fully explored and should be. There 

may be opportunities for North-South collaborations on tackling 

VAWG that have not been harnessed. 

The role of WROs in eliminating VAWG is profound; their exclusion 

from decision making processes because of lack of capacity or 

intentional marginalization undermines progress. 

The issue of VAWG as essential to the development agenda slipped 

out of the current MDG framework and the costs have been too high 

to date. 

 

New research by ActionAid shows that the impact of the MDGs on women’s rights in 

Liberia has specifically been limited because VAWG is not included in the current MDG 

framework. VAWG is still a highly prevalent problem for Liberian women, despite some 

significant advances in women’s rights since 2000. The research confirms that there is a 

need to ensure VAWG is included as a dedicated target(s) in the post-2015 framework, 
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within a standalone goal on gender equality that is focused on transforming power 

relations between women and men (see Figure 1 below).60 

Figure 1: Why VAWG needs to be integrated as a core measure in the post-2015 

framework 
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How VAWG can be integrated into a post-2015 framework: a theory of change 

Because unequal gender power relations and related social norms are a root cause of 

VAWG, efforts to eliminate VAWG must necessarily be linked to efforts to promote 

gender equality. 

The usefulness of having both a dedicated focus on gender equality and mainstreaming 

it throughout the post-2015 framework has been and will continue to be explained 

elsewhere.61 Considering this, the specific attention on VAWG that is needed in the 

post-2015 framework to a) redress the gap in the current framework and b) ensure the 

role of VAWG in fuelling gender inequality and poverty and lack of access to power and 

resources, as evidenced above, is accounted for can best be met in reference to the 

work on gender equality in the post-2015 framework. Namely, there is a need for a 

specific VAWG target(s) under a dedicated gender equality goal or domain, as well as 

clear VAWG intervention points across the other domains or goals where VAWG is a 

relevant driver of inequality, injustice or poverty such as girls’ education or maternal 

health. 

The Theory of Change for Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls that ActionAid 

developed with the Gender and Development Network for the UK Government provides 

evidence-based guidance on how VAWG can be tackled by states and donors. Its seven 

underlying principles, summarized below, are therefore useful steers for how the post-

2015 framework can integrate the elimination of VAWG as a core measure of its agenda. 

1. Context is critical: successful interventions are those that are tailored and based on 

rigorous analysis of the particular factors affecting VAWG in a specific context, including 

setting, form of violence and population affected by the violence. 

These factors include the setting (conflict, humanitarian or more stable situations), the 

level at which the violence occurs (such as within an intimate relationship or 

perpetrated by the state), the form of violence (examining type and perpetrator), and 

the population affected by the violence (such as women living in poverty, migrant 
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workers, widows, lesbian women, adolescent girls, women involved in the sex industry, 

disabled women, displaced women, women living with HIV, etc.).62 

The post-2015 framework must therefore be flexible enough to accommodate, and 

track progress on, different ways of tackling VAWG, within an overall commitment to 

eliminating all forms of VAWG. 

2. The state has primary responsibility for action on VAWG: national governments hold 

the ultimate responsibility for implementing laws, policies and services around VAWG, 

and are well placed to and can achieve change on VAWG. 

In some places, law and policy reform need to be a priority; in others, the normative 

frameworks to address VAWG exist, but there is a gap in implementation.63 The reasons 

for this vary and include a lack of political will and low institutional capacity at local, 

regional and national levels. In some cases, conservative ideologies, such as so-called 

‘religious fundamentalisms’64, as well as entrenched institutional sexism and prevailing 

social and cultural norms (see point 4 below) act as further barriers. 

Impunity is also a problem, particularly in the justice and security sectors.65 Organised 

crime and its effects on governance and law enforcement can directly affect women’s 

risks of violence and their access to justice, as has been shown in Guatemala.66 In 

extreme cases, failures of the state can manifest themselves as state violence, where 

the state is the perpetrator of VAWG.67 In addition to being a violation of rights, this can 

lead to women and girls avoiding or fearing agents of the state who are supposed to be 

acting as their access point to claiming rights and justice. This can affect already 

marginalised women such as women involved in the sex industry, lesbian women and 

migrant women acutely.68 

Evidence shows change is possible. Integrating a focus on tackling VAWG in: 

 governance and security sector reform can build state capacity to recognize, 

respond to and tackle VAWG69 
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 education policy frameworks can help the state to prevent, manage and work to 

eliminate violence against girls in schools70 

 health systems strengthening can build state capacity to provide comprehensive 

services for survivors71 

 humanitarian and emergency response can save lives and empower women to 

be part of efforts to rebuild their communities72 

The post-2015 framework must therefore ensure states are accountable to women and 

girls by setting ambitious goals on eliminating all forms of VAWG. 

3. A holistic approach is more likely to have greater impact: coordinated interventions 

operating at multiple levels, across sectors and over multiple time-frames are more likely 

to address the various aspects of and therefore have greater impact on tackling VAWG 

(see Figure 2 below). 

Figure 2: A Holistic and Multi-Sectoral Approach 

 

VAWG manifests at every level of society, from interpersonal and familial relationships, 

through communities and right up throughout society, including via the state.73 

Interventions which address only one level or use only one intervention method can 

achieve results, but these will be limited. It is therefore necessary to pursue change at 
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all levels – from the family and household, through to national and international 

structures and institutions. 

Integrated multi-sectoral approaches that use a variety of methods to create change are 

better able to tackle VAWG74, especially in terms of ‘primary prevention’ efforts – 

stopping violence before it occurs and providing protection for women at risk of 

violence.75 There are also clear links between prevention and response: services 

designed to respond to violence after it has occurred can integrate services that help 

protect women and girls from further violence. 

Different sorts of changes take different time periods to be achieved. Emerging lessons 

from work on social change around VAWG demonstrates that long-term interventions 

are essential.76 

The post-2015 framework must therefore ensure that the need to tackle VAWG is 

holistically integrated across the whole framework to allow for: multi-sectoral 

approaches, at different levels of society, and appropriate target-setting for the relevant 

time-frames. 

4. Social change makes the difference: sustained reduction in VAWG will only occur 

through processes of significant social change,  including in power relations between 

women and men, and in the values, beliefs, attitudes, behaviours and practices (social 

normsii) related to VAWG, at all levels – from individuals to communities to institutions. 

                                                           
ii
 Social norms are the ‘rules’ and conventions that provide part of the social context within which people 

take decisions. They include values, beliefs, attitudes, behaviours and practices, can be explicit or implicit, 

formal or informal, and operate at multiple levels. Social norms can be invoked to justify particular 

actions, such as VAWG, especially when they are dominant. In any context, social norms will not 

necessarily be uniform (exactly the same for all people) or universal (adopted by all people). It is common 

for women to negotiate, navigate, not conform to and resist dominant social norms that condone VAWG 

for example. The penalties for transgressing social norms can be severe at times, for example when 

women are murdered for ‘shaming’ their families, while in some cases it is commonplace to transgress, 

for example women who have sex outside of marriage in communities where this is not publicly 

acceptable. See A Theory of Change for Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls for more information: 

http://www.gadnetwork.org.uk/storage/VAWG_guidance1_toc1.pdf 
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Because gender inequality and unequal power relations between women and men are 

the root cause of VAWG, social change that shifts these is vital for reducing and 

ultimately eliminating VAWG (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Social change outcomes 

 
 
Evidence reveals that social norms have a powerful effect on how VAWG operates and how it 

can be tackled.77 For instance, incidents of rape are more common in settings where social 

norms condone or ignore men’s sexually coercive or aggressive behaviours.
78

 Meanwhile, 

women’s and girls’ ability to resist violence, and access justice and support after violence, is 

highly dependent on the social norms that operate within communities.79 For example, legal 

reforms are often insufficient to address the needs of survivors, even when accompanied by 

training for the police, in contexts where social norms and practices prevent women and 

girls from reporting violence or seeking services.80 There is clear evidence of the need to 

transform social norms that perpetuate and condone VAWG in order to produce a long-

term reduction in VAWG.81 Social norm change also acts as an enabler to other types of 

change, including legal reform and policy change. 

The post-2015 framework must therefore integrate a focus on eliminating VAWG within 

a robust approach to gender equality and women’s empowerment, including setting a 

clear target on VAWG within a dedicated standalone goal or domain on gender equality. 

5. Backlash is inevitable but manageable: resistance to tackling VAWG, which may 

include increased risk of further VAWG, is inevitable where root causes are being 

addressed but can, and should be, managed. 
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Evidence has shown that women human rights defenders face higher threats of violence 

than their male counterparts, both because they are women and because they are 

challenging norms around gender, for example by participating in politics and the public 

sphere.82 In addition, the types of violence women human rights defenders face are 

often gendered to reinforce their subordination as women, for example being targeted 

for rape, sexual harassment and sexual assault.83 

Yet backlash can in fact be an indicator of progress – a sign that prevailing power 

dynamics are being challenged.84 And backlash can be managed.85 

The post-2015 framework must therefore include indicators that can track backlash, as 

part of an assessment of progress on eliminating VAWG. 

6. WROs create and sustain change: supporting WROs, especially those working to tackle 

VAWG, to make change and build strong and inclusive social movements is the most 

effective mechanism for ensuring sustainable change in the lives of women and girls. 

WROs are well placed to support such social change for a number of reasons including 

their connections to affected communities.86 A new study on violence against women 

across 70 countries and covering four decades found that strong and autonomous 

feminist movements are the key to change, making more of a difference than the 

number of women politicians or wealth of a country.87 Direct support to WROs, for 

example through providing core, long-term funding, can support state efforts by 

ensuring civil society has the resources to share its good practice with the state, raise 

awareness of rights and services amongst women and girls and increase their access to 

justice, and hold states to account and help tackle impunity.88 

The post-2015 framework must therefore establish clear mechanisms for civil society, 

and women’s rights organisations in particular, to help shape the agenda, as well as 

monitor and benefit from its delivery as expert and essential stakeholders. 
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7. Empowering women is both the means and the end: focusing on the rights of, and 

being accountable to, women and girls is the most effective way of tackling gender 

inequality as the root cause of VAWG. 

Evidence confirms that gender inequality increases the risk of gender-based VAWG and 

that building women’s and girls’ resources, assets and agency is critical to transforming 

unequal power relations and preventing VAWG.89 It is therefore helpful to fund broader 

women’s rights and empowerment initiatives as a contribution to addressing the root 

cause of VAWG. 

In some situations, women’s economic empowerment is key, as economic dependency 

can be a factor in preventing women from reporting violence, seeking help or exiting 

abusive relationships and situations.90 On the other hand, there is also evidence that 

increases in women’s economic empowerment can escalate the violence they 

experience in certain instances, at least in the short-term.91 

Work by the Institute of Development Studies’ Pathways of Women’s Empowerment 

programme has found that the process of challenging violence can itself support 

women’s empowerment as women build political agency by organising and mobilising 

against VAWG.92 

The post-2015 framework must therefore integrate a focus on VAWG within a robust 

approach to gender equality and women’s empowerment, including setting a clear 

target on VAWG within a dedicated standalone goal or domain on gender equality. 



zohra moosa, ActionAid UK 25 

Conclusion 

A constant threat to their lives and well-being, VAWG and the fear of such violence robs 

women and girls of choices and control. It gravely affects their chances of survival and 

their ability to lift themselves out of poverty – everywhere in the world. It stops them 

from securing a decent education, entering the employed workforce, leaving an abusive 

partner and participating in public life. 

As experience with the current MDG framework has shown, it is simply not possible to 

end poverty, or advance global development, without tackling VAWG as both a cause 

and a consequence of gender inequality. And no international agenda that 

systematically fails to deliver safety, equality and rights to women can be seen as a 

success. Any new post-2015 framework on global development, peace and/or human 

rights and social justice must therefore necessarily prioritize VAWG as a central 

measure. 

The most useful way to address VAWG in such a framework would be to develop a clear 

target(s) on VAWG within a dedicated standalone goal or domain on gender equality, 

and ensure that VAWG is also holistically integrated across the rest of the framework. 

Key guidelines for this target(s) are that they should be: flexible, ambitious, include 

indicators on backlash and ensure WROs can participate as expert and essential 

stakeholders. 
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